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About this workbook 
 
The approach taken to action research 
 
Participatory action research is a way of working together to make things 
better  (Frazer, Gehan, Mills and Smart 2003). 
 
Action Research combines getting a better understanding of a context we 
are part of with trying to improve aspects of it. The participatory approach 
to action research applied to human services and systems takes a 
maximising and developmental approach to the building of action research 
capacity. In other words over time the goal is to build and deepen the 
involvement and voice of those affected by what is being researched, and 
over time to develop more robust and well founded understandings.  
 
In other words participatory action research starts where you are at and 
develops as you, in dialogue with others, try to understand and improve 
your practices and the situations of people. 
 
Expanding our way of doing things into the context of research 
(Participatory Action Research) involves a singular person or small 
group of people realising that something in our lives needs 
changing. A difference is noticed, an ideal is not met, a loss of 
quality, a foreshadowed change of direction, or perhaps the need for 
innovation. (Goff et, 1998, p.65 in Crane and Richardson 2000,p1.7) 
 
This workbook should be used in conjunction with the guide to the 
application of participatory action research in human services and 
systems On PAR: Using Participatory Action Research to Improve Early 
Intervention. This and some other relevant resources (such as the Action 
Research Card Set which the section on questions for each part of the cycle 
has drawn on) can be found at 
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/view/person/Crane,_Philip.html  
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The PAR Cycle 
 
This workbook uses an inquiry cycle consisting of moments of observation, 
reflection, planning, action, observation, reflection and sharing, 
undertaken in a dynamic and often overlapping way. This cycle is a tool 
for understanding different elements in the PAR process rather than 
implying a linear sequence necessarily occurs from one to another. In 
reality these moments of PAR overlap or can occur in parallel. There can 
also be cycles within cycles as the exploration of larger questions throws 
up other questions and challenges. The implication for documentation is 
that there is a need for some structure yet a need to appreciate that any 
structure will not entirely reflect the complexity of practice. It is with 
these qualifications that the cycle of PAR has utility as an organising 
concept. 
 
The figure below is from Crane and O’Regan 2010, p.11): 
 
The PAR cycle 
Reflect with 
others
Plan with 
others
Act with 
others
Observe
with others ‘Share’
Imagine a rolling ball- multiple cycles over time
Maximising participation in each phase and over time
A good place to start
 
 
In addition to having this cyclical character PAR is: 
o Participatory 
o Systematic 
o Dynamic 
o Developmental, and 
o Critical  
o  
You are encouraged to use this workbook as a tool for achieving this 
character in the action research you undertake.  
 
For an in-depth outline of 
this character of PAR see 
Crane and O’Regan 2010 
Section 1. 
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Documenting PAR 
 
Those beginning in their use of PAR are often concerned, even daunted by 
the requirement to systematically document the process that is used. In 
some ways this passes as a degree of comfort develops that the form of 
PAR promoted here fits well with being woven into good quality everyday 
human service practice, which should be client centered, consultative, 
empowering and improvement oriented.  
 
This said PAR can seem to bring with it a requirement to document 
individually and collectively that goes well beyond what we might 
otherwise do. 
 
Documentation in PAR is important for a number of reasons. First it 
means we have a record of what we are doing and what we are finding. 
Good documentation is part of the research side of the process and means 
we can collect our observations and reflections in a more systematic way 
than we could otherwise. This workbook is designed to assist collect and 
preserve information and insights along the way, with the goal of being 
able to use this record to produce a narrative that can be shared. Whist 
the format of the narrative may often be a written report, it may also use 
other communication mediums such as an audio-visual product or a 
performance.  
 
This workbook is also designed to be something that can be a log of where 
key information is located. It can be used as a collaborative tool which is 
contributed to be various participants.  
 
Feel free to use as a hard copy to write on or as an electronic file to write 
into and adapt to your needs. You could give each person who is a co-
researcher on a particular inquiry a copy and then periodically combine/ 
collate and negotiate what each person has recorded.   
 
The following pages contain prompts and suggestions. Add your own as 
you use this resource- it is meant to be built on and owned by you and 
your co-researchers.   
 
Documentation is about preserving information and insights, and building 
an evidence base. The complexity of human service practice and systems 
and the significant demands on workers and organisations, makes the  
ability to document PAR ‘on the run’ a key part of producing well founded 
change.  
 
There are many examples of types of documentation, such as: 
 
 Notes and relevant materials put in box for later sorting 
 PAR project folders 
 Journaling in this workbook 
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 Minutes from meetings 
 A large board in the office that records what different people say 
about a key question. If in a suitable area eg the foyer, this can 
invite comment from the public or clients 
 Case notes or other running notes from discussions with clients 
 Drawings, photos, ‘graffiti’ boards,  and other visual/ non-verbal 
sources 
 Statistics, surveys, questionnaires (formal or informal) 
 Notes, butchers paper sheets with brainstorming  
 Various documents, including brochures, policies, information from 
other services, newspaper clippings. 
 
You can use this workbook as a central point to record what you have and 
what significance it has for your inquiry. To keep track of what documents 
you have there is a section later in this workbook where you can record 
what documents and evidence you have collected. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
What types and sources of 
documentation are you 
using in this PAR inquiry? 
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Starting the PAR process 
 
 
 
 
Key aspects of our context are: 
 
 
Broad economic, social, cultural and policy contexts  
 
 
Funding context 
 
 
Local context 
 
 
Organisational context 
 
 
Who should or is involved, and what are their work/ community roles?  
 
 
Being clear about the central purpose of the inquiry- What aspects of 
people’s lives are we trying to improve? 
 
 
Start with ‘Observation’: Stop and consider, in dialogue with others, the 
character and strengths of the context you are located in. How would we 
describe our agency/ community context (strengths/ resources, gaps, 
opportunities etc) See the PAR  Strengths and resources scanning tool  
(Crane and O’Regan 2010, p.51-53). 
 
 
What skills for doing PAR already exist in your context? See PAR skills 
audit in Crane and O’Regan (2010, p.55-61) 
 
 
Then Reflect: Given our context are there any really critical things we 
need to keep in mind in undertaking our PAR? What are these? 
 
 
Who should we try to involve in this inquiry process? 
 
 
What questions should we ask to appreciate our context?  
 
 
You can fill this out 
individually or as a 
group 
See the Checklist for 
starting PAR (Crane and 
O’Regan 2010, p.62) and 
the 
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Our questions 
 
 
What is my/ our interest? What do we see as the problem or 
issue?  
 
 
 
 
 
Who is this an issue for? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Macro (BIG) question/s?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Micro (smaller contributing) question/s? What are the questions we need 
to address here in our particular context, here and now! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do these questions link back to improving the situation of 
the people affected? Or are you just trying to reinforce your existing 
practices or perspectives? 
 
 
 
Mmmmm the macro question 
has just changed to …. 
Mmmmm there has been a 
change or addition to our 
micro questions to ….  
See Crane and O’Regan 
2010, pp.27-29 for tips in 
developing macro and 
micro questions 
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A question tree 
 
(From Crane and O’Regan 2010, p.28) 
 
 
 
You may find it useful to visually map a cluster of related macro and micro 
questions that you are asking.
Macro question may be refined 
Macro question: the ‘trunk’  
 
Micro question 3
Micro questions: the ‘branches’ 
Micro question 2 
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Documenting along the way 
 
The following proformas contain questions to help you undertake one particular 
element in the inquiry process. You will need to move back and forth between 
different elements as your inquiry develops depth and greater complexity. There are 
proformas for two questions provided. For second and subsequent cycles use fresh 
proformas. 
   
Our Plan 
 
Question 1 
 
 
 
  
What is already known about this?  
 
 
What are we planning to do? 
 
 
Who is affected? Who do we need to involve? 
 
 
What improvement do we hope to see? 
 
 
What else do we need to find out to plan? 
 
 
Who will do ….  
 
What 
 
 
When 
 
 
How 
 
 
What changes/ additions  have we made to our plan?
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Our Plan 
 
Question 2 
 
What is already known about this? 
 
 
What are we planning to do? 
 
 
Who is affected? Who do we need to involve? 
 
 
What improvement do we hope to see? 
 
 
What else do we need to find out to plan? 
 
 
Who will do …. 
 
What 
 
 
When 
 
 
How 
 
 
 
What changes have we made to our plan?
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Putting the plan into action 
 
Question 1 
  
Implementation!! 
 
What did we actually do? 
 
 Who  
  
What  
  
When 
  
How? 
 
 
How are we recording what happens? 
 
 
 
 
Is it what we planned? If not what differed? 
 
 
 
 
 
How do we keep, people informed/ share what happens? 
 
 
 
 
Anything else? 
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Act: Question 2 
 
Implementation!! 
 
What did we actually do? 
 
 Who  
  
What  
  
When 
  
How? 
 
 
How are we recording what happens? 
 
 
 
 
Is it what we planned? If not what differed? 
 
 
 
 
 
How do we keep, people informed/ share what happens? 
 
 
 
 
Anything else? 
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Observing what happens 
 
Question 1 
 
 
  Not our interpretations!  
 
What descriptions/ data/ feedback do we have of what 
actually happened? 
 
 
 
 
What did we observe? 
 
 
 
 
What did different stakeholders observe? 
 
 
 
 
What happened when we tried X? 
 
 
 
 
How can we describe the outcomes/ effects of the strategy?  
 
 
 
 
Did anything new or different happen to what we expected? 
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Observations: Question 2 
Not our interpretations! 
 
 
What descriptions/ data/ feedback do we have of what 
actually happened? 
 
 
 
 
What did we observe? 
 
 
 
 
What did different stakeholders observe? 
 
 
 
 
What happened when we tried X? 
 
 
 
 
How can we describe the outcomes/ effects of the strategy?  
 
 
 
 
Did anything new or different happen to what we expected? 
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Reflecting on what this meant 
 
Question 1 
 
 
  How should we analyse the observations we have?  
 
What themes did we notice? 
 
 
What conclusions are supported by evidence? 
 
 
What worked?  
 
 
What didn’t work? 
 
 
What should we do differently? 
 
 
What do we think the critical factors/ relationships are? 
 
 
What insights and answers do we have about our question? 
 
 
Are our interpretations well founded?  
 
 
What model of practice or ‘theory’ does our experience and 
evidence lend itself to? 
 
 
Have we checked our interpretations out with others?  
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Reflections: Question 2 
How should we analyse the observations we have? 
 
 
What themes did we notice? 
 
 
What conclusions are supported by evidence? 
 
 
What worked?  
 
 
What didn’t work? 
 
 
What should we do differently? 
 
 
What do we think the critical factors/ relationships are? 
 
 
What insights and answers do we have about our question? 
 
 
Are our interpretations well founded?  
 
 
What model of practice or ‘theory’ does our experience and 
evidence lend itself to? 
 
 
Have we checked our interpretations out with others?  
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Sharing the story 
 
Question 1 
 
 
 How can we keep people informed about our inquiry along the way?  
 
 
Who should we make sure we share with? 
 
 
 
What will we share? 
 
 
 
What strategies should we use to share? 
 
 
 
Why are we sharing? 
 To get feedback and boost the strength of our conclusions? 
 To keep informed? 
 To build relationship? 
 All of these? 
 
 
 
How will we invite others to provide honest feedback on what we 
think are improvements or conclusions? 
 
 
 
How broadly will we share our inquiry and it’s conclusions at the end 
of the process? 
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Sharing: Question 2 
How can we keep people informed about our inquiry along the way? 
 
 
 
Who should we make sure we share with? 
 
 
 
What will we share? 
 
 
 
What strategies should we use to share? 
 
 
 
Why are we sharing? 
 To get feedback and boost the strength of our conclusions? 
 To keep informed? 
 To build relationship? 
 All of these? 
 
 
 
How will we invite others to provide honest feedback on what we 
think are improvements or conclusions? 
 
 
 
How broadly will we share our inquiry and it’s conclusions at the end 
of the process? 
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PAR Diary 
 
 Sometimes it is useful just to keep a chronological diary about things that 
you don’t want to lose. You can always locate them in the correct place 
later!  Here is a place to do that. 
 
 
 
 Date: …………………………………  
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
My reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
 
 
Date: ………………………………… 
 
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
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Date: ………………………………… 
 
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
 
 
 
 
Date: ………………………………… 
 
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
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Date: ………………………………… 
 
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
 
 
 
 
Date: ………………………………… 
 
What happened: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflections:  
 
 
 
 
 
Refer to for more info:  
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Ah haa moments and other random thoughts!!!! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For those thoughts you don’t want to lose. 
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Model building 
 
This a place to draw or indicate the key relationships or factors in 
something. Modelling can help us make complexity discussable. An 
important part of the PAR process is building a ‘theory’ or model of what you 
think the critical considerations are in answering your question. Have a go! 
Models and visuals have an important place in analysing and 
communicating. 
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Record of key documents and evidence  
 
Name of document/ evidence eg 
Focus group notes, video of event 
Contribution to the inquiry 
eg client input to plan for Q1 
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Case study proforma 
 
The following headings and questions have been developed to assist in the 
writing up of PA case studies. These are meant as a guide only. You can 
use these topics and questions to progressively write up your PAR 
narrative. 
 
The Context 
 
What is our practice context?  
 
What is my role? And that of others involved/ affected? 
 
What aspects of people’s lives are we trying to improve? 
 
What are our interests/ opportunities/ needs?  
 
 
Our Questions- and why they are important 
 
What is our broad (macro) question?  What would it take to … ? 
 
What smaller (micro) questions need to be answered as part of answering 
this bigger question?   
 
What are our hunches? How could we express these as questions? (our 
hunches become part of the plan we will try). 
 
How do these questions link to the improved situations we are (funded to) 
work towards? Eg reduce homelessness 
 
 
The PAR journey- how did we do our inquiry?  
 
This section describes the PAR journey. Elements of the PAR cycle can be 
used to structure this though these should not constrain or confine the 
telling of a ‘thick’ and meaningful story.  
 
What strategies did we use to explore the question?  
 
How did we undertake each element of the PAR cycle?  
 
 Observations of context 
  
Reflections on context 
  
Plan 1 
  
Actions 1 
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Observations on actions 1 
 
Reflection on actions 1 
 
Sharing the story and insights 1 
 
Repeat for each cycle undertaken or question explored (Plan 2, Action 2 
etc) 
 
How many cycles did we undertake and why? 
 
What did we need to do/ keep in mind to do our PAR ethically? 
 
 
What did we find out?- key insights/ themes for practice 
 
How do we now answer your questions? 
List and explain the themes and insights for each  
 
What is our evidence to support your insights and/or improved practice? 
 
Is there a model or ‘theory’ or addition to your original understanding you 
can now specify or suggest? 
 
How can we display our understanding so that it can be clearly shared 
with others?   
 
 
Where to from here? 
 
What is the next step in your process? Another cycle of inquiry? A new 
action? A new question? A revised question? A more refined hunch-‘theory’ 
to test?  
 
Sharing at a broader level? 
 
What have we learnt about doing PAR? 
 
What worked? What didn’t work? What should we do differently to 
improve our approach?    
 
How can this inform how you do things next cycle or next time? 
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